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Learning while Teaching: Disability and Religion in the Classroom1
Meghan Henning, Ph.D., University of Dayton
Kirk VanGilder, Ph.D., Gallaudet University
This special issue of the Journal of Disability and Religion on “Disability and Religion in the
Classroom” continues our collaborative interest in pedagogy in religious studies and theology
that incorporates disability studies perspectives and experiences which was stimulated by two
academic gatherings.The material that we share here is based on the year long conversation that
has been sparked by two outstanding workshops, the scholarship of teaching around Disability
and Religion, our own reflections and experiences in the classroom, and the lively ongoing
transdisciplinary conversation amongst our colleagues that seeks to build bridges between
Disability Studies and Religious Studies. With this issue we hope to push that transdisciplinary
conversation forward by exploring the different types of educational settings that engage with the
nexus of Disability and Religion, as well as some particular issues that emerge in those
educational settings.
Dr. VanGilder is a Deaf 2 scholar who was born hard of hearing and experienced further hearing
loss in adolescence that precipitated a choice to become fluent in American Sign Language and
identify with Deaf culture and community. Dr. Henning is a “temporarily able-bodied scholar”
with research interests in Disability and the Bible/Early Christianity, that are informed by family
members with disabilities. Our introduction will examine some of the content shared at the
conferences we have attended, outline a variety of contexts where teaching moments emerge at
the intersection of disability and religion, and identify some of the challenges and future
directions for scholars working in these fields.
Reflections from Academic Workshops
Dr. VanGilder and Dr. Henning met at the November 2016 Annual Meeting of the American
Academy of Religion where the Status of People with Disabilities in the Profession Committee
hosted a pre-conference workshop, “Teaching Religion and Disability Studies Workshop Theme:
An Interactive Workshop on Curriculum and Pedagogy.” This workshop explored a variety
methods for teaching disability. A particular focus was on strategies that look beyond tokenism
and consider how to engage diverse perspectives and experiences related to disability. Presenters
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and participants engaged in discussions and practical exercises which employed integrative and
intersectional approaches to disability and disability studies situating disability within broader
frameworks of social justice. This workshop was moderated and facilitated by Julia Watts Belser
(Georgetown University), Monica A. Coleman (Claremont School of Theology), Deborah
Creamer (Association of Theological Schools), Darla Schumm (Hollins University, Kirk
VanGilder (Gallaudet University), and Meredith Minister (Shenandoah University). This
workshop was structured largely as collaborative topical conversations among peers on how to
revise existing syllabi, design new courses, and engage disability studies resources in concert
with various topics. Also included was a discussion on the principles of universal design of
instruction (UDI) as defined by Burghstahler (2017) and a brief demonstration of a classroom
discussion activity that employed some of these principles.
UDI emphasizes designing a course with a broad range of learners in mind with reference to
ability, disability, age, reading level, learning style, native language, race, and ethnicity. When
considering disability in the classroom, UDI challenges teachers to go beyond mere compliance
with accessibility requests and consider how teaching techniques, activities, assignments, and
assessment might not only be more inclusive, but also enhance everyone’s learning by providing
multiple perspectives on the material being taught (Burgstahler, 2017). At this workshop, Dr.
Kirk VanGilder shared his own context in teaching at Gallaudet University. As a higher
educational institution designed for Deaf and hard of hearing learners with a mission statement
that emphasizes bilingual learning in American Sign Language (ASL) and written English,
creative pedagogy is often at the forefront of Gallaudet faculty discussions. In addition, we have
the added complexity of other aspects of multilingualism with a number of Latinx and
international students and multimodal realities as a significant number of DeafBlind3 students
also attend our institution.
Dr. VanGilder highlighted a variety of dialogical activities including pairing students for
discussion, or having smaller groups then having them share back to the larger class rather than a
large group discussion where people become uncertain where to turn their eyes to find the next
speaker. Also employed was an assignment for students to turn in a note card at the start of class
with two things they gleaned from the readings for each class they would like to discuss further.
This not only focused the class discussions, but allowed for students who were new signers or
uncomfortable contributing in larger groups to be able to have direct input and influence on class
discussion without added anxiety.
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As a Deaf classroom tends to be a visual classroom given the visual nature of ASL, this can
present issues for DeafBlind students who generally have accommodations for classes by having
a tactile interpreter who will copy the ASL comments of the teacher and students directly into the
hands of a DeafBlind person or sign at close range for someone with limited visual distance. Dr.
VanGilder shared a technique developed by himself with significant input from a blind student
that he employs in his class on Interfaith and Non-Religious Understanding and Engagement.
This activity uses two projected images as discussion starters for exploring the assumptions and
prejudices made about understanding what is meant by the phrase, “Religion in America.” The
first image is a scene of Montpelier, VT featuring a snowy cityscape with a large Christian
church at its center. The second image is the Mother Mosque of America in Cedar Rapids, IA, a
house converted to a mosque situated in a residential neighborhood. An accommodationist
approach to teaching this would simply add extra time for the interpreter for DeafBlind students
to provide a brief image description before asking students to note what they see first in each
picture and what associations they make about religion in America. A UDI approach asks for
students to provide the description by having someone describe what they see, then having others
add to it or offer other perspectives. In addition to providing a fuller description of the picture
for a DeafBlind student, this approach also allows for various points of view shaped by differing
social locations and experiences to emerge in conversation. The acknowledgement of multiple
points of view creates an atmosphere where students learn about one another’s perspectives,
where they originate, and examine the origins of their own perspective. This allows not only for
access for a DeafBlind student to visual materials on a slide, but makes that access a focal point
for enhancing everyone’s learning. The discussions and experiences at this workshop proved to
be a starting point for reframing the pedagogical and curricular choices of those who
participated.
The following spring, at the May 2017 Meeting of the North American Patristics Society
(NAPS), the Working Group for Religion, Medicine, Disability, and Health in Late Antiquity
(ReMeDHe) hosted a pre-conference workshop, entitled “ReMeDHe Pedagogy Pre-Conference
Workshop: Teaching Medicine and Religion in Late Antiquity.” The session was chaired by
Jared Secord (Washington State University), Jessica Wright (University of Southern California),
and Kristi Upson-Saia (Occidental College). The session chairs brought together five teacherscholars in a panel to lead a discussion on sources, methods, and best practices for talking about
medicine, health, and the body in Classics, History, and Religious Studies classrooms.
The panelists who all teach in different contexts responded to pre-circulated questions about their
courses. The panelists were Andrew Crislip (History, Virginia Commonwealth University),
Meghan Henning, (Religious Studies, University of Dayton), Andrew Langford, (Biblical
Studies, University of Chicago Divinity School), Brenda Llewellyn Ihssen, (Religion, Pacific
Lutheran University), and Heidi Marx, (Religion, University of Manitoba). The questions and
discussion focused on “Theory and Perspective,” “Readings and Content,” “Assignments and

Activities,” and “Common Issues and Obstacles in Teaching Medicine and Religion in Late
Antiquity.” After the panelists shared their syllabi and discussed how they selected readings and
structured assignments, the floor was opened for workshop participants to pose questions to the
panel and brainstorm teaching strategies as a group. The workshop also generated a teaching
resources bank that was shared with all workshop participants via a Google Drive folder.
At this workshop, Dr. Meghan Henning shared her own work developing the course “Magic,
Medicine, or Miracles?: Disability, Healing, and Healthcare in the Ancient World, the Bible, and
Today,” at the University of Dayton. This course was designed as part of a major curriculum
revision effort at the University of Dayton, that is designed to integrate the “Common Academic
Program” more fully into all four years of student life, and to get students to think critically
about issues of diversity and social justice as well as their own vocation. As a result, this course
draws undergraduate students with interests in medicine or health allied fields, ministry, social
work, education, and engineering. The course has four major parts: 1) Healthcare and Disability
Today 2) Healthcare and Disability in the Ancient World 3) Healthcare and Disability in the
Bible 4) Have We Inherited More than the Hippocratic Oath? Each of these parts incorporates
diverse pedagogical methods in order to engage students who are learn best in a variety of
different ways, including reading, discussion, micro-lecture, and small group exercises called
“Historical Interpretation Labs.”4 The major learning objectives for the course are that students
will gain familiarity with Disability Studies theory, learn to ask basic historical questions about
ancient texts and to discover the diverse perspectives on healthcare, disability and the body that
we find in the ancient sources (Ancient Greek, Roman, and Biblical Sources). At the end of the
course, the hope is that students will have spent significant time thinking analytically about the
ways in which contemporary attitudes towards healing, sickness and disability mirror or diverge
from those of antiquity and the Biblical texts.
In addition to reading assignments and discussion, the course also strives to achieve these
learning objectives through several non-traditional assignments. After several days of reading
and discussion to set up the historical context, students read primary texts in a small group
setting called an Historical Interpretation Lab. In lab, students answer guided questions that
follow the scientific method, working through the sources to test a hypothesis that students
formulated about the sources before class. The guided questions that students use in class teach
them how to ask questions of primary texts and think critically about how historians conduct
research, and undermining the idea that history is a static narrative. In addition to reading
primary sources, students in this course are also invited to consider material culture, looking at
archeological plans, votives, and photographs of the current day ruins at the Pergamon
Asklepieion. In addition to encountering this site in readings and in a Historical Interpretation
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Lab, they also “tour” the site through photos, that invite them to imagine encountering the site as
a person seeking healing.
One of the major assumptions of students who take this course is that ancient medicine is far
removed from our world. And certainly, part of reading the ancient source material does involve
teaching students to pay attention to the differences between our culture and the ancient world so
that they can have more informed and nuanced reading strategies when they leave the course.
But working through the ancient source material carefully also enables students to see the ways
in which we have inherited more than the Hippocratic oath, and that our own binary thinking
about bodies is not totally distinct from ancient methods of thinking about the body. Students
have the opportunity to analyze further the connections to our contemporary world in their final
Community Engaged Learning Project. In this project, they serve the community in some way
over the course of the semester, and write a verbatim reflection paper analyzing a conversation
that they had over the course of their work. This assignment not only lets students work with an
organization in the community that is interesting to them, but offers them guidance for how to
analyze their experience in ways that do not objectify or further marginalize others. This portion
of the workshop demonstrates one method of integrated learning that draws together perspectives
and methodologies from various disciplines to build student skills for understanding disability
and religion in more complex and complete ways.
Bringing Disability Studies and Religion into the Classroom: Courses, Contexts, and
Frameworks
Classrooms where religion and disability intersect can be defined broadly and fluidly. In the
academic setting, religious studies classrooms include courses intended for inclusion in a variety
of degree programs such as majors in Religion, Theology, Disability Studies, Counseling,
Education, Psychology, Pre-med, History, Communication, English, and Philosophy.
Classrooms that engage disability and religion may also include general education classes for the
humanities and sciences as part of a larger liberal arts curriculum. On the graduate level,
classrooms include such contexts as specialized programs for clergy and church leadership
preparation as well as programs intended for solely academic research on religion and theology.
Outside of higher education, religious studies may include courses in religion at church
supported primary and secondary schools as well as social studies content in courses within
public schools. Among communities of faith and houses of worship, religious education and
disability can become a rich part of small group learning and faith development.
With this dizzying array of contexts in mind, the task of integrating disability studies into
religious education is both daunting in scope but rich in possibility. As an often overlooked area
where human experience intersects with deeply held beliefs and meaning, the potential for

transformative learning that not only includes people with disabilities but empowers their lives is
great.
Educators entering these arenas find themselves confronted with a variety of possible
frameworks, each of which has merit depending on the context. At the Undergraduate level,
teacher-scholars have to think about where and how Disability and Religion fit into their
particular department or school’s curriculum. Often, this decision is influenced by the questions
of curriculum, student interest, faculty research or interest, budget, and enrollment. In a
Religious Studies course that is taught as a General Education Course, Disability Studies might
be introduced as a sub-field that is part of the broader field of the academic study of religion (in
for example, an Introduction to Religious Studies course). Or, in another course in the same
department the focus might be first and foremost on Disability Studies, as it pertains to some
specific aspect of a religion or religions (i.e. Disability and Islam, Disability and Religious
Practices, Disability and Biblical Studies). In a department that has a religious affiliation, the
course might be arranged around the social teachings of that religion, or have learning objectives
that are geared towards making students aware of those specific social teachings that pertain to
Disability. At a secular school Disability and Religion might enter the classroom as a mechanism
for helping students think critically about different widely held cultural assumptions about the
body, and how those ideas may be grounded in religious belief and practice. In both religious and
non-religious contexts, courses that discuss Disability and Religion appeal to the large numbers
of students who have vocational interests that are related to the body and healthcare, assisting
future healthcare professionals in critical reflection on the way in which “body,” “health,”
“sickness,” and “disability” are defined in both religious and secular contexts. The wide range of
the work that has been done on Disability and Religion, and has been reviewed in JDR, offers a
panoply of resources to capture the interests of undergraduate students, including memoire (such
as Coleman 2016), Disability Studies (Blyn 2013) Human Rights Advocacy and Political Theory
(Simplican 2015), Pastoral Ministry (Pye, Sedgwick, and Todd 2015), Practical Theology (Moon
2015; Harshaw 2016; Swinton 2016; Wall 2016), Ethics (Matthews 2013) Biblical Studies (Moss
and Schipper 2011; Melcher, Parsons and Yong 2017), World Religions (Schumm and Stoltzfus
2016), and History (Brock and Swinton 2012). The undergraduate classroom is also an
opportunity to capitalize upon the interdisciplinary nature of Disability Studies, collaborating
with colleagues who teach in other departments, and recent scholarship on disability in other
fields, such as the new volume on Pedagogy, Disability and Communication (Jeffress 2017).
In Graduate Courses, there is often more flexibility for incorporating the burgeoning field of
Disability and Religion into the curriculum in different ways. In particular, as faculty and
doctoral students are exploring intersectionality in a variety of Religious Studies sub-fields, the
academic study of Disability and Religion emerges as an important voice in the conversation
(Crenshaw, 1989). Doctoral seminars in Ethics, for instance, might explore a unit on Disability
studies as an integral part of the study of Bio-Medical Ethics. Students considering medical

ethics and disability might read the novel The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down, and essays
from Brock and Swinton’s Disability in the Christian Tradition (Fadiman 2012 ; Brock and
Swinton 2012). Or a seminar on Biblical Studies might look at the way in which scholars like
Moss and Baden have interrogated and clarified the Ancient Jewish and Early Christian
perspectives on infertility in their ancient religious contexts (Moss and Baden, 2015). Doctoral
seminars that treat the topic of Disability and Religion can develop the topic in a variety of ways,
exploring Disability Studies in depth, and the myriad of ways in which Disability relates to
World Religions, Ethics, Theology, Textual Studies, History, Religious Practices, and the
Sociology of Religion.
At the Masters level, graduate courses could follow a similar trajectory. Unlike Doctoral
programs, Masters level programs often feature students who are following different degree
trajectories in the same classroom, including students with academic interests alongside students
with plans to pursue ministry. The diversity of student interests within Masters level programs
offers a unique opportunity to instructors with interests in Disability and Religion. In this setting,
the transdisciplinary nature of Disability Studies makes intuitive sense to students who are eager
to make connections between practical ministry and the breadth of their coursework in various
theology and religious studies disciplines. Courses in Theology, History, or Biblical Studies can
be thematically oriented around Disability so that students are introduced to Disability Studies as
a methodological tool for constructing theology, reading history or interpreting texts. Offering
students the opportunity to reflect upon disability as bodily difference rather than as a problem to
be “fixed” can be particularly enriching in courses that are specifically oriented around pastoral
ministry or even in directing CPE (Clinical Pastoral Education). In these settings students are
often primed to think about the ableism that informs the world around them as they become
increasingly aware of the diverse situations in which they might conduct pastoral ministry.
Educational settings that engage disability and religion are not limited to formal classrooms.
Communities of faith meeting in churches, synagogues, temples, and mosques also encounter
this intersection of concern when grappling with how to include people with disabilities more
fully in their community life. Practical theology works at the intersection of practice and belief to
engage with the issues that arise when the practices in communities of faith have lost their
mooring and no longer seem address the concerns of the community’s lived experience. Don
Browning laid out a classical four fold movement for this theological process (Browning, 1991).
Using disability as an example, this process would first engage in providing a thick description
of what disability is and means using theoretical models from a cultural and social standpoint as
well as medical and biological realities. The second stage would be to examine the historical
texts and teachings of their faith tradition and how disability has been understood and
misunderstood. A third stage then looks at these descriptive and historical streams of thought
with an eye to correlating the two. Guiding questions might include, “Are our historical attitudes
and teaching about disability in line with the core values of our faith tradition? Are they

commensurable with what we know about disability today?” A last stage would be the strategic
development of bringing faith and practice into alignment with one another. This may include
sermons, studies, fellowship opportunities, etc. that are aimed at providing a fuller understanding
of disability that aligns with a spirit of inclusive grace and wellbeing that lies at the core of a
community of faith.5 While Browning’s work is particularly looking at theology within
communities of faith, practical theology has also become public theology in many ways. Again,
using disability as an example, a public theologian may be involved with efforts at general public
education through community activism, advocacy agencies, and the formation of law and policy.
Challenges and Future Directions for Method and Practice
Pedagogical approaches that integrate the experiences of people with disabilities is a continually
emerging field, including discussions that engage religion and spirituality. The direction of
research and practice among those working in the borderlands of pedagogy, disability and
religion will ultimately take many directions but we would like to note two areas of interest
where these conversations may contribute to larger academic discourse. First, as interdisciplinary
and integrative learning approaches are becoming more prominent in higher education, the
discussion of religion and disability might become a vehicle for discussing the human experience
in various disciplines. The intentional decision to utilize the lived experiences of people with
disabilities in relation to religion in the classroom not only increases awareness and
understanding of the lives of people with disability but requires us to create classrooms and
learning experiences that are designed to be accessible. In creating accessible classrooms, we
also find that we might also be creating more engaging discussions, activities, and assignments
that enrich everyone’s learning. The opportunity that lies before those seeking to make a wide
variety of religious studies classrooms accessible and integrative of people with disabilities is to
discover and create new ways to communicate and develop religious and spiritual concepts that
derive from the full range of human experience.
In seeking to take the widest possible view of human experience, we acknowledge a second area
emerging as a future direction. The intersectionality of various oppression frameworks and the
negotiation of simultaneity in personal identity are at the forefront of many academic discourses
related to the diversity of human experience. At the intersection of disability and religion lie a
number of powerful and painful narratives of exclusion and discrimination that have involved
both physical and spiritual harm done to people with disabilities. For example, if the healing
narratives of the Biblical text are interpreted in the contemporary world without any reflection
upon ancient ideas about the body, we risk using the Biblical narratives to endorse a cultural
worldview in which disabled bodies are flawed and unworthy (Carter, 2011). An honest
5
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exploration of the dynamics of harm and oppression becomes a powerful means of personal and
communal examination of assumptions and practices that allows us to reshape the way we view
disability and how communities of faith and society at large may better honor and include people
with disabilities. Yet, despite the harm that often occurs at the intersection of disability and
religion, the simultaneity of being a person with a disability and also an adherent of a particular
religious tradition may also be a rich avenue for exploring other areas where multiple identities
are experienced in interconnected and inseparable ways. Race, religion, ethnicity, disability,
gender, and sexual orientation are rich and meaningful categories of self identification and
expression. Making the multiplicity of ways these identities interact and inform one another a
site for personal and intellectual inquiry can enrich our understanding of what it means to be
human. These insights might prove to be powerful avenues for dismantling forms of oppression
that marginalize and do violence by recasting bodily diversity not as a deformed or limited
experience of human life but rather as an area where we gain new knowledge and insight about
our shared humanity.
One such instance is the concept of Deaf gain that has emerged in Deaf Studies. Bauman and
Murray (2014) have developed this terminology based on the reflections of Aaron Williamson, a
British deaf performing artist who began experiencing hearing loss at the age of seven. While
responding to a lecture at Gallaudet University, Williamson mused, “Why had all the doctors
told me I was losing my hearing, and not a single one told me I was gaining my deafness?”
(Bauman and Murray, 2014). This shift in perspective changes the lens through which we might
view deafness as something that brings unique perspectives, experiences, and ways of being to
human diversity that are valuable. Their collection of essays by Deaf Studies scholars explores
this viewpoint in from various academic disciplines and has had found deep resonance within the
Deaf community. Similarly, one can use this shift within Disability Studies to form a heuristic
line of inquiry that asks questions such as, “What do the experiences of living as people with
disabilities add to our understanding of what it means to be human?” South African theologian,
Paul Leshota has developed a theology of disability that highlights the interdependent nature of
the lives of people with disabilities as a means for deepening our understanding of the
interdependence of all human life (2015).
Concepts such as Deaf gain are new academic forays into understanding, framing, and
articulating the experience of being Deaf in the world. Other new avenues are being explored in
disability studies that offer multiple models of understanding the experience of life with a
disability. Medical diagnoses tend to locate disability within an individual’s body and result in
strategies to adapt that body to the surrounding physical, intellectual, and social environment.
Social models locate the problem of disability in the way these environments are built to favor a
particular level of bodily ability. Thus solutions generally seek to change the environment to be
suitable and usable by a wider spectrum of people. There are other “third way” models emerging
that seek to incorporate aspects of both medical and social models in ways that acknowledge the

physical differences of bodies while also making note of the social origin of physical and
intellectual environments. Deborah Creamer offers one such model with her theological
construction of a limits model which suggests that all human bodies encounter limits that exist
on a continuum (2009). She posits that the experience of living with human limits is fluid and
depends on both our personal biology and environment. In presenting limits as a continuum, she
blurs the lines between categories of able-bodied and disabled that often arise from both medical
and sociological definitions. Frameworks such as Deaf gain and a limits model of disability
represent continued academic inquiry into how we understand disability and human experience.
Such inquiry should influence our pedagogical approaches to teaching in religious studies,
theology, and other academic fields. These models also open up possibilities for interdisciplinary
teaching, making the conversations between disciplines that had previously been “at odds” a
more fluid exchange, and offering students who will go on to work in medical fields models for
how to incorporate the insights of the social model into their work.
Themes in this Issue
The breadth of the pedagogical questions that are represented in the following articles
demonstrates the wide ranging issues that are raised when we start to think about Disability,
Religion and Education in tandem. While not directly focusing on religious studies and theology
contexts, the article by Kristina Knoll, Joanne Woiak, Dennis Lang, Sara Goering, and Rebecca
C. Cory, entitled “Disability Studies Curriculum Transformation: Building a Program and Cultivating a
Community,” offers us a window into a wider educational context: institution wide curriculum
development and reform. These authors describe a dynamic trans-disciplinary workshop that
sought to infuse Disability Studies content and methods into classrooms across campus. This
article offers a detailed model for curricular reform, and reflects critically upon the results in a
way that allows for application in a variety of pedagogical contexts including those of religious
studies and theology. Noah Buchholz offers us pedagogical insights from the graduate level
ancient language classroom in his article “Teaching Ancient Languages to Deaf Students,”
reflecting upon the way in which Deaf students encounter language learning in this context. The
conclusions of Buchholz’s article offer us best practices as well as better interim solutions for
engaging all learners in the exciting challenge of learning an ancient language. In Andrew
Langford’s article, entitled “Teaching "Disease and Disability in the Bible": A Pedagogical
Retrospect and Resource,” offers a model for teaching Masters level students in a Seminary or
Divinity school context a course that weaves together Disability Studies, Biblical Studies, recent
scholarship on Disability and the Bible, Practical Theology, and Pastoral Ministry. Langford’s
article offers a window into every phase of course development and planning, including content
decisions, reflecting upon how to make the course and course content accessible from multiple
angles.
An additional important distinction found in two of these articles, as well as this introduction, is
that there is often some contrast articulated between Deaf as a cultural identity and deafness as

an audiological state. The boundary between Deaf cultural identity and disability is a fluid affair
that some authors in Deaf Studies draw very sharply to reflect how many Deaf people view
themselves as a cultural and linguistic community in ethnic terms in contrast to the majority of
society suppressing this cultural and linguistic alterity by lumping it into a general category of
disability. At the same time, others find this boundary more porous in nature allowing for
simultaneous membership in both Deaf cultural identities and disability identities, sometimes
making strategic moves to prioritize one or the other as needed in various social situations. As
editors, we acknowledge this dynamic and fully allow for Deaf cultural expression as distinct
from disability identities. Our inclusion of Deaf perspectives and authors in this issue is not
intended to relabel Deaf people as disabled, but an acknowledgement of the paucity of places for
Deaf scholars to publish scholarly work outside the field of Deaf Studies. We wish for this issue
to provide space for such voices to penetrate and challenge the assumptions often made about
Deaf identities. When reading scholarship by Deaf authors publishing in written English, it may
be helpful to keep in mind that there is “ASL behind the English” that contains nuances of
meaning that don’t always survive the translation to another language. While this occurs with all
multilingual authors, for Deaf writers, there are some unique challenges. English, even in its
written form, relies on grammatical conventions that are oral and aural in nature while American
Sign Language is visual and spatial in nature. As a result, American Sign Language can do things
grammatically by placing signs in certain locations then refer back to them later or show the
relationship between two concepts in various spatial ways that written and spoken languages
generally cannot. We encourage you to be active readers in these instances and look for this and
other ways author experiences shape their writing as you read this special issue.
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